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      Prologue

      Oxfordshire, December 2013

      The house was silent. All the noise came from outside. They waited at the end of the drive with their cameras, their microphones
         and their endless questions, like vampires ready to suck out her last drop of life.
      

      Caroline stood in the living room, watching them through a crack in the curtains that she never opened any more. The weather
         was dry and mild for the time of year. It was the sort of morning she would once have spent in her garden, planting and weeding,
         making her home as beautiful without as it was within. Keeping up appearances, only there was no longer any point. Not now
         everyone knew.
      

      She told herself to stay strong. That it would soon be over. That her story was just one in an endless procession of nine-day
         wonders for the media to chew over then spit out, leaving her to try and rebuild her life from the scraps that remained.
      

      The morning post lay on a side table, as substantial as the previous day’s had been. She flicked through the envelopes. Most
         were handwritten. She knew what they would say. The same messages of hate she had received yesterday and would receive tomorrow
         too.
      

      She focused on one that had been typed. It looked official; a circular or notice of some sort. She tore it open, grateful
         for anything that reminded her of normality.
      

      But it wasn’t a circular. Just a single sheet of paper, covered in angry scrawl:

         This is all your fault. You make me sick. How can you call yourself a mother after what you’ve done? You’re an insult to all
            the millions of women out there who can’t have children of their own. I don’t know how you can look at yourself in the mirror.
            I really don’t.
         

         How could you not know? That’s what I don’t understand. You MUST have known. They were your children. You were closer to them
            than anyone. What sort of woman are you? How could you possibly not know . . .
         

      She didn’t read any more. Just threw it and all the others into the bin.

      A grand piano stood in the centre of the room. Once her sons had sat together on its stool performing duets for their grandparents.
         She remembered them laughing as they made mistake after mistake while their grandparents pretended not to notice; she had
         tried not to laugh herself and her husband had muttered about the fortune he was wasting on music lessons. It had been a
         happy time. There had been so many happy times watching them grow up.
      

      The piano was covered in framed photographs. In one she and her husband looked young and in love on their wedding day. In
         another she sat in a hospital bed, proudly holding twin babies in her arms. But most were of the boys themselves; as toddlers
         opening Christmas presents, playing cricket in the back garden, posing on the slopes during a skiing holiday, looking serious
         in their new school uniforms and later in their graduation robes. The entire history of her family captured in a series of
         simple images.
      

      One in particular held her gaze, taken at a charity lunch back in August. She and her husband stood together outside the village
         hall, bathed in sunshine and with their sons on either side. It hurt to look at it now. To remember the last time they had
         all been together.
      

      Before the sky collapsed on top of them.

   
      
      Part 1


      
      Chapter 1

      
      Oxfordshire: August 2013

      
      ‘Smug bitch,’ muttered Doug Cooper.

      
      ‘Shush,’ hissed his wife, Moira.

      
      ‘Why? You think it too.’

      
      It was Sunday. Another sunny day in what was proving a glorious summer. In the Fleckney Village Hall, the Ladies Charity Committee
         was holding its annual lunch. Chairwoman Caroline Randall stood at a podium, making a speech about how much money they’d raised
         and how many worthy causes they’d sponsored.
      

      
      ‘Bloody farce,’ continued Doug. ‘The bill for this meal has got to be at least as much as you Do-gooding Dolittles have made.’

      
      ‘We’re not Dolittles. We make a difference. Besides, we’re not using charity money to pay for it.’

      
      ‘Tell me about it. Eighty quid a head. Charity really does begin at home.’

      
      Caroline was drawing to a close. ‘I don’t want to keep you from your desserts any longer but I’d like to end by sharing one
         final piece of good news. My husband, Robert, has promised to donate a thousand pounds to the famine relief fund . . .’
      

      
      People began to applaud. Caroline held up her hand for silence.

      
      ‘And, better still, both my sons have agreed to match that sum.’

      
      The applause resumed, now even louder. ‘Big deal,’ said Doug. ‘A whole week’s interest on their trust funds.’

      
      ‘Be quiet!’

      
      ‘So, in summing up, I’d like to thank my fellow committee members for their hard work.’ Caroline raised her glass. ‘And here’s
         to an even better next year.’
      

      
      The applause reached its peak. As the caterers served the next course Caroline moved between the tables, exchanging greetings
         with the guests. ‘Here comes Her Majesty,’ Doug whispered. ‘Don’t forget to curtsy.’
      

      
      ‘Shut up.’

      
      Caroline reached their table and bestowed dazzling smiles on each of them. She was a tall, elegant woman in her early fifties,
         beautiful in a cool, refined way and so perfectly groomed she could have stepped straight out of a fashion magazine. ‘Moira!
         Doug! I’m so glad you could both come.’
      

      
      ‘We wouldn’t have missed it for anything,’ Moira told her.

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ agreed Doug. ‘And congratulations on such a successful year.’

      
      ‘Thank you. It’s been hard work but I think it was worth it.’

      
      ‘Undoubtedly so,’ said Moira. ‘The committee is lucky to have you.’

      
      ‘Well, I do my best. Are you enjoying the meal?’

      
      ‘Very much.’ Doug patted his stomach. ‘Worth every penny.’

      
      Moira nodded. ‘It’s lovely that both your sons are here.’

      
      ‘Isn’t it. I told them there was no need but they insisted.’ Caroline noticed the empty seat next to Doug and frowned. ‘I
         thought Ryan was coming.’
      

      
      ‘Um . . . ’ Moira struggled to think of an excuse. Their son Ryan had returned from a party early that morning, only to retire
         to bed and scream ‘Sod off!’ whenever they knocked on his door and suggested it was time to change. ‘He’s got a stomach bug.’
      

      
      ‘Poor thing. He’s at college now, isn’t he?’

      
      ‘Yes. Downton College. Art and crafts. It’s in Oxford.’

      
      ‘Oxford? How nice. James was there too. Of course he was at the university.’

      
      ‘Of course. And how is Robert finding retirement?’

      
      ‘Loving it. We both are. It’s wonderful to have time to enjoy life while we’re still young enough to do so. Well, I’ll leave
         you to your desserts. Thanks again for coming. It wouldn’t have been the same without you.’
      

      
      Caroline returned to her own table. Her husband rose as she approached, pulling out her chair in readiness. He was in his
         late fifties and tall and handsome like his wife. Her sons also rose; both were in their late twenties and as good-looking
         as their parents. James was fair like his mother, Thomas dark like his father. James said something and they all began to
         laugh. They looked like the perfect family, radiating health, wealth and happiness. But that was only to be expected. When
         it came to Caroline, only perfection would do.
      

      
      ‘Smug bitch,’ muttered Moira.

      
      Doug began to chuckle, almost choking on his dessert as a result.

      
      A visit to her sister Caroline always left Helen Jones feeling inadequate.

      
      She was standing in the kitchen, listening to Caroline describe the charity lunch she had just hosted while they waited for
         the kettle to boil. The kitchen was immaculate: every surface spotless and the utensils colour-coordinated with the decor.
         It was like standing in a showroom. Helen kept expecting people with brochures to appear and ask if the washing machine
         was included in the purchase price.
      

      
      ‘Sounds like it was a big success,’ she said.

      
      ‘No thanks to the caterers. Any slower and they’d have been dead.’ Caroline loaded a tray with coffee and biscuits and carried
         it through the French windows out into the garden.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t Bob joining us?’ asked Helen as she followed behind.

      
      ‘He’d love to but he has to work. He’s a freelance consultant now.’

      
      ‘So much for retirement being the easy option.’ Helen glanced up at Robert’s study. He was standing at the window. She waved
         to him. He waved back.
      

      
      The garden was immaculate too. One acre of perfectly mown grass, decorated with flowerbeds, leading down to the river and
         the small rowboat moored there. Helen’s daughter Vanessa sat at a table, laughing with James and Thomas. ‘What are you three
         plotting?’ Helen asked.
      

      
      ‘We’re giving Jimmy grief about his new girlfriend,’ explained Vanessa. She was a year younger than the twins: a plump girl
         whose homely features were made attractive by a very lively expression.
      

      
      ‘Is this Kate?’

      
      Thomas nodded. ‘Miss Uberbitch herself.’ He and Vanessa continued to laugh while James tried, unsuccessfully, to look annoyed.
         Helen had a sudden memory of sitting at the same table, watching the three of them playing pirates on the river. It had been
         fifteen years ago but seemed like yesterday. The realisation made her feel sad, as if half her life had passed without her
         even noticing.
      

      
      ‘So what’s Kate like?’ she asked.

      
      ‘A very nice girl,’ said Caroline.

      
      ‘That’s not what you said when you met her, Mum,’ said Thomas.

      
      James turned to Caroline. ‘Why? What did you say?’

      
      ‘Exactly what I’ve just said. She’s a very nice girl. Your brother’s trying to be funny; though, as we all know, comedy has
         never been his forte.’
      

      
      Thomas looked sheepish. ‘Well, I like her,’ said James defiantly.

      
      ‘And that’s good enough for us,’ Caroline told him.

      
      ‘Exactly,’ agreed Vanessa. ‘If the bitch makes you happy then we’re happy too.’

      
      Caroline glared at Vanessa who smiled sweetly at her. Helen decided to change the subject. ‘How are things at work?’ she asked
         James.
      

      
      ‘He’s doing extremely well,’ answered Caroline. ‘He’s being seconded to one of his firm’s biggest clients. They asked for
         him specifically.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not definite, Mum. It may not happen.’

      
      ‘Of course it’ll happen. You’re the best lawyer in your department.’

      
      ‘Which is a polite way of saying he’s the biggest crook there,’ said Vanessa.

      
      Both boys laughed. ‘Tom’s doing well too,’ said James. ‘He’s just been given a major client account.’

      
      ‘And what about you, Nessa?’ asked Caroline. ‘Your mother tells me you’re starting a new job tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Yeah. I’m receptionist for a local newspaper in Barnet.’

      
      ‘Barnet? That’s a nice area. Is it permanent?’

      
      ‘No. I’m just covering maternity leave.’

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘Oh?’
      

      
      ‘You’re twenty-six. You can’t temp for ever.’

      
      ‘Why not? I enjoy it.’

      
      ‘But it’s not a career.’

      
      ‘Who says I want a career? You never had one. You stopped working the second Tweedledum and Tweedledee were born.’

      
      It was Helen’s turn to glare at her daughter, who responded by lighting a cigarette. ‘Which one am I?’ asked James.

      
      ‘I dunno. The one who pretended he’d given up smoking whenever he went home, only to light up as soon as he was out of the
         door.’
      

      
      ‘They’ve both given up,’ said Caroline firmly. A pause. ‘Haven’t you?’

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ said James.

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ echoed Thomas.

      
      Vanessa mimed a growing nose. ‘You should give up too,’ Caroline told her.

      
      ‘I know. I’m a disgrace. I’m surprised you let me through the door.’

      
      ‘We did think about barricading it,’ said James, ‘but you’d only force a window.’

      
      Vanessa and the boys began to plan their next get-together in London while Caroline told Helen about a recent trip she and
         Robert had made to Barcelona. As she listened, Helen watched a narrowboat glide down the river, sending ripples to make the
         rowboat rock. Turning, she gazed up at the house: four storeys of beautiful white Georgian stone. Caroline was always complaining
         that maintaining it was a full-time job. Perhaps it was, but when Helen compared it to her own two-bedroom semi and her civil
         service job she couldn’t help but feel envious.
      

      
      Robert was back at his study window. Again she waved. Again he waved back.

      
      ‘You shouldn’t tease your aunt like that,’ she told Vanessa as they drove away.

      
      ‘Why not? She asks for it.’

      
      Helen guided the car through Fleckney. Its streets were lined with houses that were more like mansions, all with ornate gates
         and long, well-tended drives. A place that oozed wealth and privilege and stood in stark contrast to her own home town of
         Skipworth ten miles away.
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ continued Vanessa, ‘the twins thought it was funny.’

      
      ‘That’s not the point. You’re a guest in her house.’

      
      ‘I notice Uncle Bob didn’t grace us with his presence. Aren’t you supposed to make guests feel welcome?’

      
      ‘He was busy.’

      
      ‘Was he hell. He just couldn’t be bothered making small talk with a pair of nobodies.’

      
      ‘Nessa!’

      
      ‘Get real, Mum. He’s a total snob. They both are.’

      
      ‘I think you’re being very unfair. They were very good to us when your father lost his job.’

      
      ‘Good? Uncle Bob lent us less money than he’d spend on champagne in a fortnight and kept rubbing Dad’s nose in it long after he’d
         paid it back. Arsehole.’
      

      
      ‘Vanessa, that’s enough.’

      
      Silence. Helen focused on the traffic. A car braked sharply in front of her. Muttering, she steered around it.

      
      ‘Sorry, Mum. You know me and my big gob.’

      
      They stopped at a set of lights. Helen sighed. ‘I know Caroline can be trying but it’s not been easy for her, having to bring
         up the boys on her own with Robert being away so much. And Robert’s not the easiest of men . . . ’
      

      
      ‘Amen to that.’

      
      The traffic began to move. Helen shook her head. ‘He does have his good points but . . . well . . . he’s not . . . ’

      
      ‘Dad?’

      
      ‘No. Nobody could ever have as many good points as your dad.’

      
      Another silence. Companionable this time. Vanessa touched her mother’s arm. Helen took her hand and squeezed it. ‘Are you
         driving back to town tonight?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘No. I’ll go early tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Won’t you be tired? New job and all.’

      
      ‘I’ll be fine. Let’s go to the pub tonight. Get totally pissed like us working-class spongers do.’

      
      ‘Nessa!’

      
      ‘Love you, Mum.’

      
      ‘Love you too, baby. Love you too.’

      
      An hour later Caroline stood in the drive with Robert, watching James’s new Porsche race towards the gate. Thomas waved from
         the passenger window. She waved back, while feeling anxiety consume her. James loved fast cars and she lived in constant dread
         of a phone call telling her he’d been involved in an accident.
      

      
      ‘I wish he’d bought something less powerful,’ she told her husband.

      
      ‘Why? He’s a good driver.’

      
      ‘But it’s dangerous.’

      
      ‘You worry too much.’

      
      ‘I’m his mother. That’s my job.’

      
      ‘And he’s a grown man with a job of his own. They’re not your babies any more, no matter how hard you pretend they are.’

      
      ‘I don’t pretend that.’

      
      He rolled his eyes.

      
      ‘You might have made an effort.’

      
      ‘I was busy.’

      
      ‘She’s my sister. I’m very fond of her.’

      
      ‘No, you’re not. She’s just someone you use to feel better about yourself.’

      
      He entered the house. She followed him in. ‘Why did you say that?’

      
      ‘Because it’s true.’

      
      ‘It isn’t.’

      
      He didn’t answer. Just took his car keys from the hall table. ‘Where are you going?’ she asked.

      
      ‘For a drive.’

      
      ‘What about supper?’

      
      ‘I’m not hungry.’

      
      ‘Where will you go?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘I could come with you. We could drive to Findal. The scenery is beautiful.’

      
      He shook his head.

      
      ‘Or we could go for a walk by the river. It’s lovely this time of day . . . ’

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake! If I wanted company I’d ask for it.’ He made as if to leave then turned back. ‘Don’t take any notice of
         me. My head’s aching and driving always helps it clear. You put your feet up. You deserve it after all your hard work.’
      

      
      ‘Very well. Enjoy yourself.’

      
      ‘I won’t be long.’

      
      ‘Be as long as you want. I don’t mind.’

      
      He headed outside. She remained where she was. The house, so full of voices an hour ago, now seemed eerily silent.

      
      She went to the kitchen, switched on the radio and began to wash the coffee cups, using noise and action as shields to keep
         the feelings of emptiness at bay.
      

      
      ‘Thank God that’s over,’ said Thomas.

      
      ‘I enjoyed it,’ James told him.

      
      ‘Liar. You were as bored as I was.’

      
      ‘But not as bored as Dad. I had to keep nudging him during Mum’s speech. Otherwise he’d have nodded off.’

      
      The car inched its way over the Hammersmith flyover. James revved the engine in frustration. ‘Nessa’s a liar too, implying
         we’re still smoking.’
      

      
      ‘I know. Shame on her.’ Thomas produced a packet of cigarettes, lit two and gave one to his brother. James took a drag, sighed
         contentedly and blew smoke out of the window. ‘We must give up,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘We’ll make it our New Year’s resolution.’

      
      ‘But that’s months away.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      The car came to a complete standstill. Thomas groaned. ‘Told you we should have left earlier.’

      
      ‘How? We couldn’t just leave after lunch.’ James shook his head. ‘It’s weird having Dad around all the time. I’m so used to
         his flying visits. Like that summer when we were seventeen. Back from one business trip only to jet off on the next.’
      

      
      ‘That was the summer he promised to teach us to drive. No wonder we both failed our tests.’ Thomas flicked through a pile
         of CDs and frowned. ‘Celine Dion?’
      

      
      ‘It’s Kate’s.’

      
      ‘That figures.’

      
      ‘Don’t start.’

      
      ‘I’m not. I think she’s great.’

      
      ‘Who’s the liar now?’

      
      ‘You are. Pretending it’s a big romance when anyone can see it’s pure rebound.’

      
      ‘Rubbish.’

      
      ‘So you don’t think about Becky any more?’

      
      ‘No. Not much.’

      
      ‘Told you.’

      
      ‘Oh shut up.’

      
      ‘You could call her.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Because you had something special. Everyone could see it.’

      
      ‘She couldn’t. She was the one who ended it, remember.’

      
      ‘Maybe she regrets it.’

      
      ‘And maybe she doesn’t. Just drop it, will you. Some things aren’t meant to be.’ James sat back in his seat and took another
         drag on his cigarette. The traffic remained at a standstill. Thomas resumed his examination of the CDs, eventually putting
         on Nirvana. ‘Good album,’ observed James.
      

      
      ‘The best. Nothing can top it except Celine Dion’s Greatest Hits.’
      

      
      ‘I’m warning you . . . ’

      
      ‘What? It’s a masterpiece. All deaf people agree.’

      
      James felt his lips start to twitch. Thomas began to hum the tune of ‘My Heart Will Go On’ while nudging his brother’s arm.
         James nudged him back and they began to jostle, both dissolving into laughter, failing to notice the traffic was moving again
         and having to be hooted by the driver of the car behind.
      

      
      After dropping Thomas at his Chelsea flat, James returned to his own in Notting Hill.

      
      It was on the top floor of a portered block with three good-sized bedrooms, two bathrooms, a modern kitchen and a large living
         room with views of the street below. The decor was simple: functional furniture and Turner prints on the wall. A style Kate
         had dubbed ‘can’t-be-arsed chic’. He knew he should make more of an effort, but interior design had never been his forte.
      

      
      He sat in the living room, reviewing a share purchase agreement, covering its pages in handwritten amendments while wishing
         he was doing something else. Sometimes it seemed all he ever did was work. But it was the life he had chosen and there was
         no point resenting it now.
      

      
      His mother phoned, checking he was home safely. ‘I was worried when you didn’t call,’ she said.

      
      ‘I was going to. I needed to finish some work first.’

      
      ‘Thanks for coming today. It really made the occasion.’

      
      ‘You don’t need to thank me.’

      
      ‘Do you honestly think it went well?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘The food was nice? My speech wasn’t too long?’

      
      ‘Everything was perfect. I had loads of people coming up to me afterwards saying how much they enjoyed it. You were great,
         Mum. I was proud of you.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, sweetheart. That means a lot. What are you working on?’

      
      ‘Stuff for a meeting tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll do brilliantly. You always do. I’m proud of you too and so is Dad. It means the world to him that you’re
         following in his footsteps.’
      

      
      He sighed. ‘Pretty big footsteps.’

      
      ‘You can fill them. You’ll be an even bigger success than he was.’

      
      ‘God, don’t let him hear you say that.’

      
      ‘Why not? He’d agree. He’s gone for a drive. He wanted me to go too but I wasn’t in the mood.’

      
      ‘It must be nice having him around.’

      
      ‘Lovely, but I still miss you.’

      
      ‘Hey, I’m not that far away, and I’ll be home again before you know it.’

      
      ‘Promise?’

      
      ‘Scout’s honour.’

      
      ‘You were never a scout.’

      
      ‘More’s the pity; otherwise I’d be able to tie every knot known to man and build a nuclear missile out of toilet rolls.’

      
      She laughed. ‘Will you call Tom?’ he asked.

      
      ‘He’s going out tonight.’

      
      ‘He didn’t tell me that.’

      
      ‘I’m sure he said he was. Anyway, there’s no point now. I only wanted to check you were both safe. I won’t disturb you any
         more. Don’t work too late.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t. And don’t worry about lunch. You were a star.’

      
      He disconnected the call. Instantly the phone rang again with a message from Kate, asking if he was back and if he wanted
         her to come over. She had some new ideas on decorating.
      

      
      Becky had wanted to help him decorate too. He remembered the two of them walking around the flat together on the day he bought
         it. She was like a child at Christmas, full of ideas for colour schemes, none of which he liked but all of which he agreed
         to. He would have agreed to anything that would make her happy.
      

      
      But that was in the past now.

      
      Though he didn’t want company, he phoned Kate back and told her to come over. She arrived ten minutes later, bursting with
         ideas she wanted to share. He agreed to them all, wanting to make her happy too.
      

      
      As James listened to Kate’s plans, a bored Thomas sat in front of his television, flicking through the channels.

      
      His flat was in a side street off the Kings Road. Through an open window he could hear people heading out to enjoy all the
         fun that Chelsea had to offer. His sense of boredom increased. Reaching for his phone, he dialled the number of an old school
         friend who lived nearby.
      

      
      ‘Nick! Hi, it’s Tom.’

      
      ‘Tom! How you doing?’

      
      ‘Just back from a weekend with the parents.’ He gave a groan. ‘Want a drink tonight?’

      
      ‘Definitely. Where?’

      
      ‘What about that place in Sloane Square?’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t the pub on Kensington High Street be better for Jimmy? Less far for him to travel.’

      
      ‘Jimmy’s not coming. It’s just me.’

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘Is that all right?’

      
      ‘Um . . . sure. Let’s go to Sloane Square, then.’ A pause. ‘I’ve got some things I need to sort out but I could meet you for
         last orders.’
      

      
      ‘Last orders?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Better not to drink too much. We’ve got work tomorrow.’

      
      ‘I suppose so. Look, if it’s just going to be one drink maybe we should meet up another time.’

      
      ‘It makes sense. Let’s get together in the week when Jimmy can come too.’

      
      ‘Sure. It wouldn’t be the same without Jimmy.’

      
      Putting down the phone, he continued flicking through the channels, eventually setting on a comedy. It wasn’t particularly
         funny but he made himself laugh anyway.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Emma Ames was enjoying her day.

      
      She worked as a receptionist for the Barnet Chronicle. Her fellow receptionist was on maternity leave, requiring Emma to supervise a succession of temps. The last one had been
         incompetent and humourless, but Vanessa Jones was both capable and funny. In the three days since Vanessa had started they
         seemed to have spent their whole time laughing.
      

      
      It was Wednesday afternoon. Emma complained to Vanessa about her boyfriend who had yet to see any of the flats she had found
         for them to rent. ‘He shows no interest at all. You don’t think he’s going off me, do you?’
      

      
      ‘Of course not. You know what men are like. My cousin Jimmy has the most gorgeous flat in Notting Hill and he furnishes it
         like a student squat.’
      

      
      ‘Is this the lawyer cousin with the stuck-up girlfriend?’

      
      ‘Yes, and his brother Tom is as bad. If I had a flat in Chelsea I’d be spending my whole life in IKEA, but as long as Tom
         has his TV, his iPod and the phone number for Domino’s he’s happy as a pig in shit.’
      

      
      Two couriers arrived with deliveries. Vanessa dealt efficiently with both of them, watched by a reassured Emma who was going
         to be on holiday for the next few days. ‘What are you doing this evening?’ she asked Vanessa once the desk was quiet again.
      

      
      ‘Nothing. Why?’

      
      ‘I’m seeing a flat and could use a second opinion. Will you come?’

      
      ‘Sure. We can grab a drink afterwards.’

      
      Emma beamed. ‘I know just the place. It’s out in the country. That’s the great thing about Barnet. You’re only a few minutes
         away from open spaces.’
      

      
      Vanessa beamed too. ‘Great.’

      
      An hour later they stood outside a grotty block of flats just off Barnet High Street. ‘It’s gorgeous inside,’ said Emma, trying
         to sound positive. ‘That’s what the letting agents told me.’
      

      
      ‘Well, they’re hardly going to tell you it’s a dump, are they? The first rule of successful selling is lie your arse off.’

      
      A hatchback pulled up with the logo HARVEY LETTINGS AGENCY emblazoned on its side. ‘Driving a white car,’ observed Vanessa. ‘Evil wearing the mask of innocence.’
      

      
      As Emma struggled to keep her laughter under control, a cheerful-looking man of about thirty hurried towards them. ‘Miss Ames?’

      
      ‘That’s me,’ Emma told him. ‘This is my friend, Vanessa.’

      
      ‘Pleased to meet you both. I’m Stuart Godwin. Shall we go in?’

      
      He led them into the building. The flat was on the second floor. It was small but bright and beautifully furnished, just as
         Emma had been told. ‘It’s a popular block,’ said Stuart. ‘It’s quiet but only two minutes from the High Street. Do you work
         in Barnet?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. My boyfriend works in Southgate but it’s not a big drive.’

      
      ‘Not at all. I live there, actually.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘Near the Asda superstore.’ He patted his stomach. ‘I owe my lean physique to their microwave meals.’

      
      Emma laughed, expecting Vanessa to do likewise, only Vanessa’s attention was elsewhere. She was staring warily at Stuart.

      
      ‘Nessa?’

      
      No answer. Vanessa continued to stare.

      
      ‘Nessa?’

      
      ‘What?’ The tone was sharp.

      
      ‘Do you like it?’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘The flat, of course.’

      
      ‘Yes. Very nice. You should grab it.’

      
      ‘I second that,’ said Stuart. He grinned at Vanessa, who turned away as if alarmed. For a moment he looked confused. Quickly,
         he turned his attention back to Emma, handing her his card. ‘Call me if you have any more questions, and if you want another
         look around that’s absolutely fine.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t want me to sign in blood now?’

      
      ‘No way. We can’t risk getting stains on the carpet.’ Stuart gestured to the door. ‘Shall we go down?’

      
      They made their way outside. ‘Are you OK?’ Emma asked Vanessa as they watched Stuart drive away. ‘You seem . . . a bit . .
         . ’
      

      
      ‘I have to go.’

      
      ‘Go? But I thought we were having a drink.’
      

      
      ‘Not tonight. I have to be somewhere. I’d forgotten all about it.’

      
      ‘Oh. OK.’

      
      Vanessa walked away, leaving a baffled Emma behind.

      
      Once the viewing was done, Stuart drove to Henning Hall.

      
      It was an old people’s home, just outside Amersham: a large, red-brick Victorian house with twenty-five residents. Though
         the decor was shabby, it had good-sized gardens and attractive views from the windows and did at least have the air of being
         a private house rather than an institution.
      

      
      His grandmother’s room was on the ground floor. She was a tiny, bird-like woman of eighty-five with skin as thin as rice paper
         and a voice as soft as a whisper. She was telling him a story about her fellow residents, only she constantly lost the thread
         and had to start again. He kept nodding and smiling, trying to feign interest while feeling a mixture of affection and exasperation.
      

      
      The story staggered to its conclusion. ‘So they’re looking after you properly,’ he said brightly.

      
      A nod.

      
      ‘And there’s nothing you need?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Because if there is, all you have to do is say.’

      
      She started another story, even more jumbled than the last. ‘Do you like the flowers?’ he asked quickly, gesturing to a vase
         full of lilies.
      

      
      ‘They’re lovely.’

      
      ‘I’ll bring you some more next week. Would you like lilies again?’

      
      She shook her head.

      
      ‘Roses?’

      
      ‘I’d like to go home.’

      
      His heart sank. Taking her hand, he gave it a gentle squeeze. ‘Gran, we talked about this. This is your home now.’

      
      ‘No, it’s not.’

      
      ‘But you like it here. You said last time how nice everyone is. And it’s true. They are nice. You don’t think I’d let you
         stay anywhere that wasn’t nice, do you?’
      

      
      She stared at him reproachfully. He began to feel guilty while resenting her for making him feel like that. It wasn’t his
         fault. He was doing the best he could.
      

      
      He started to describe his own day, trying to make it as entertaining as possible. Briefly, the look of reproach remained.
         Then it faded, replaced by a faraway expression. He knew she wasn’t listening but kept on talking anyway. From the corridor
         outside he heard laughter. It sounded mocking, even though he knew it wasn’t.
      

      
      His mobile buzzed: a text message from his boss, asking if he could manage an early morning viewing. He began to compose a
         reply.
      

      
      ‘It’s lovely to see you, John,’ said his grandmother suddenly, calling him by his father’s name, ‘but isn’t Mary coming?’

      
      ‘I’m not, John, Gran. I’m Stuart.’

      
      She looked blank.

      
      ‘Your grandson.’

      
      She shook her head. He realised there was no point trying to convince her. More and more her mind kept wandering. It was a
         rare visit now when she didn’t question his identity. Though it broke his heart to see her decline, a part of him was glad
         of it.
      

      
      ‘Are you tired?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Then I’ll let you rest. I’ll come and see you again soon, OK?’

      
      She closed her eyes while people continued to laugh outside. He kissed her cheek, then crept from the room as quietly as possible.

      
      Two women stood in the corridor, joking as they prepared cups of tea. One was about forty, the other considerably younger.
         ‘Do you mind keeping the noise down?’ he said. ‘This isn’t a youth hostel.’
      

      
      ‘We’re not doing any harm,’ the younger woman told him.

      
      ‘You’re disturbing people trying to sleep.’

      
      ‘We’re just having a laugh.’

      
      ‘Yeah, ’cause old age is really funny, isn’t it? You’re supposed to be caring for these people.’

      
      ‘Oh, get off your high horse. At least we do care about them which is more than most of you so-called loved ones do.’
      

      
      The older woman looked horrified. ‘Jennifer!’

      
      ‘What? It’s the truth. You said so yourself.’

      
      He glared at her. She glared back. ‘You don’t know anything,’ he told her. ‘Not a thing.’

      
      Then he turned and made his way outside.

      
      Ten minutes later he sat on a bench in the garden, smoking a cigarette.

      
      He heard footsteps approach, then the sound of someone clearing their throat. The younger woman stood nearby, staring solemnly
         at him.
      

      
      Before producing a white handkerchief and waving it like a flag.

      
      He started to laugh. Seeing this, she did the same.

      
      ‘Can I scrounge one?’ she asked.

      
      He held out the pack. She sat down, took one and let him light it. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she told him. ‘I had no right to say
         that.’
      

      
      ‘Forget it. I was being a jerk.’

      
      ‘No, you weren’t. Karen told me you’re here every weekend and at least one evening a week too. If only there were more people
         like you.’
      

      
      ‘Is it that bad?’

      
      ‘For some people it is. Karen says there’s one man who’s got loads of family nearby but none of them can be bothered to come
         and see him except for about an hour at Christmas.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe they just can’t face it. It’s hard seeing someone you love decline.’

      
      ‘It doesn’t stop you coming.’

      
      ‘That’s different. I’m all the family Gran’s got. If I didn’t come she’d be all alone and I couldn’t bear the thought of that.’

      
      ‘She’s a lovely lady. That’s what Karen says. I haven’t got to know her yet.’

      
      ‘You’re new, then?’

      
      ‘Yes. I’m helping out for a month before I go back to college.’

      
      ‘What are you studying?’

      
      ‘Hotel management.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Three years learning how to stop guests nicking towels.’

      
      Again he laughed. ‘I used to be a secretary,’ she told him, ‘but when your boss can type faster than you can it’s definitely
         time to make a change. I’m Jennifer, by the way.’
      

      
      ‘And I’m Stuart.’ He offered her his hand. Smiling, she shook it. She was about twenty-five with shoulder-length red hair.

      
      ‘You’re not from round here,’ she said. ‘Judging by that accent.’

      
      ‘No. I’m from Birmingham originally. Sutton Coldfield to be precise. Gran was in a home there but it closed down and there
         weren’t any others in the area I liked that were in my price range.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you’ve made a good choice with this one. My parents are friends with the owners. They’re decent people.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Jennifer.’

      
      ‘Jen.’

      
      ‘OK. Thanks, Jen.’

      
      ‘No problem, Stuart.’

      
      ‘Stu.’

      
      ‘No problem, Stu.’ A pause. ‘Is that what your gran calls you?’

      
      He shook his head.

      
      ‘What then?’

      
      ‘Stuey. When she knows who I am.’

      
      ‘It must hurt when she doesn’t.’

      
      ‘Yeah, but it’s probably for the best.’

      
      ‘Why do you say that?’

      
      ‘Because if she remembers me she has to remember other stuff too.’

      
      He waited for the inevitable question, only it never came. He was grateful for that.

      
      ‘I must go,’ she told him. ‘Thanks for the smoke.’

      
      ‘My pleasure.’

      
      ‘Bye, Stu.’

      
      ‘Bye, Jen.’

      
      She rose to her feet. He lit another cigarette. She made a tutting sound.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Disgusting habit.’

      
      ‘Hypocrite.’

      
      ‘Oh, please! I only had one to make you feel less of an outcast.’ The evening sun caught in her hair, making it shine. She
         had a warm, open face. The sort of face he knew his grandmother would like.
      

      
      ‘Would you like a drink some time?’ he asked.

      
      Her face lit up. He felt his own do the same.

      
      Later, after battling the traffic, he arrived home.

      
      His flat was on the ground floor of an ugly modern block just off Southgate High Street. As he parked his car he wondered,
         for the millionth time, what had possessed him to buy in this dreary place that had no real identity of its own and was simply
         a location you passed through on the way to somewhere else.
      

      
      The bulb in the hallway had blown so he had to grope in the dark trying to fit his key in the lock. After two minutes of fumbling
         and cursing he finally succeeded.
      

      
      The flat was small: one bedroom, kitchen, living room, bathroom, and low ceilings. House music pounded overhead. His upstairs
         neighbours were a young couple who couldn’t go five minutes without an argument, and their baby who couldn’t go five seconds
         without screaming. Not that he blamed the baby. If his parents had played house music all the time he would have screamed
         too.
      

      
      He checked the fridge. Its fruit and vegetable drawers were conspicuously empty. On its door was an article explaining the
         benefits of fruit smoothies. A work colleague had given it to him, together with a lecture about his unhealthy diet. He kept
         meaning to improve it but on this particular evening opted for pizza instead, only to realise, once it was heated, that he
         wasn’t hungry. That was the problem with all the trips to Amersham. By the time he returned home he was usually too tired
         to eat. There were many times when he felt like not going, yet he always did, knowing that soon the day would come when he
         would never need to go again.
      

      
      Only he didn’t want to think about that.

      
      He began to eat, waiting in vain for his appetite to return while thinking of how busy the following day would be. Nine hours
         of back-to-back viewings with clients who often just seemed to want to find fault with the properties on offer, assuming they
         bothered to turn up at all. It was hard to keep smiling but he made himself do it. Commission was an important part of his
         salary and, for now at least, he needed all the money he could get.
      

      
      The phone in the living room was ringing. By the time he reached it the call had gone to message. As he reached for the receiver
         he recognised the voice and pulled back his hand.
      

      
      ‘Stuart, it’s Uncle Gordon. I just wanted to let you know you might get a call from Adam next week. He’ll be in town for a
         job interview. It’s with a PR company. A very good one so keep your fingers crossed for him. Anyway, I hope things are good
         with you.’ A pause. ‘And with your gran. I know it must be a struggle and I’d be pleased to help if I can. I don’t like to
         think of you carrying that burden on your own.’ Another pause. ‘Anyway, do give us a call. Let us know your news.’
      

      
      The line went dead. The message counter began to flash. Quickly, he pressed the delete button.

      
      In your dreams.

      
      He knew he was being a fool. Cutting off his nose to spite his face. But it was his face to spite.

      
      After putting the rest of the pizza in the bin he ran himself a bath. He stood watching the tub fill with water while overhead
         music continued to pound, the couple to shout and the baby, clearly not wanting to feel left out, turned its screams to the
         max.
      

      
      As Stuart soaked in his bath, Vanessa sat chain-smoking in her flat. The ashtray was overflowing and the room was thick with
         smoke. Her head was spinning, but nicotine was not the cause.
      

      
      She decided to call her mother. The one person she trusted above all. Stubbing out her cigarette, she reached for the telephone,
         only for an alarm to start ringing inside her brain.
      

      
      You can’t tell her. You can’t tell anyone.

      
      Think what you’ll be starting if you do.

      
      She pulled back her hand, reaching for another cigarette instead.

      
   
      
      Chapter 3

      
            
      The following morning Thomas sat at his desk, staring out of the window.

      
      Carter Bruce was located just behind Oxford Street. It was a small accountancy firm with a client portfolio of privately owned
         businesses and the self-employed. From his window Thomas could see tourists poring over guide books. He wondered what outings
         they were planning and wished he could go too.
      

      
      Papers covered his desk, all sent in by a website designer who wanted to know what savings he would make if he incorporated.
         Thomas’s impulse was to tell him that as his earnings were completely eclipsed by his overheads he would be better just throwing
         in the towel and declaring bankruptcy. But that was not the Carter Bruce way. ‘Our motto is that there’s no problem we can’t
         fix,’ the senior partner was always saying at their weekly meetings. Thomas thought a better motto would be ‘We’re so desperate
         for business we’ll promise you the earth as long as you pay our bills,’ but he was discreet enough to keep such thoughts to
         himself.
      

      
      Not that he would have to for much longer. The job was only a stepping stone to a high-powered position in industry. Often,
         when boredom overwhelmed him, he would fantasise about running the financial heart of a multinational, bellowing orders to
         his underlings and threatening to fire lawyers when they didn’t give him the level of service he required.
      

      
      Lawyers like his brother and that bitch of a girlfriend, Kate.

      
      There was a knock on his door. A blonde girl of about twenty entered. ‘Mr Randall?’ she asked shyly.

      
      ‘Are you the temp?’ He struggled to recall her name.

      
      ‘Alice. Yes. I’ve done your letters.’

      
      He gestured to a space on his desk. ‘How are you getting on?’

      
      ‘OK, I think. At least no one’s screamed at me yet.’

      
      ‘Give it time. The day is still young.’ He smiled to show he was joking.

      
      ‘I don’t know how you keep all that financial stuff in your head. I get confused just typing it.’

      
      ‘So these letters are full of mistakes, are they?’

      
      ‘No!’ She looked horrified. ‘At least I don’t think so.’

      
      ‘I’m sure they’re fine. It isn’t as complicated as it sounds. One of the tricks of the trade is knowing how to blind your
         clients with science.’
      

      
      She laughed. It was an appealing sound. She was delicately pretty with a sweet expression and looked like Kate’s younger sister.
         Only there was nothing sweet about Kate. He often joked with friends that the only way to give Kate an orgasm was to read
         aloud from the Financial Times.
      

      
      He wondered what it took with Alice.

      
      She remained where she was. He raised an eyebrow and saw her blush.

      
      ‘Was there anything else?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No. Unless there’s anything else you need me to do.’

      
      ‘No, that’s all. Thanks, Alice.’

      
      She left the office. He turned his attention to the letter, trying to ignore the fire that had started in his groin.

      
      His phone rang. He picked it up. ‘Thomas Randall speaking.’

      
      ‘Tom, it’s Mum.’

      
      ‘Hi, Mum.’ He tried to keep the surprise out of his voice.

      
      ‘I’m in town, shopping for a silver wedding present for the Bishops, and wondered if you were free for lunch.’

      
      He wanted to say no. The last thing he needed was to play gooseberry while she and his brother had a love-in. But filial duty
         proved too strong. ‘Yes. OK.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure we can find somewhere near your office. It’s so good for restaurants.’

      
      ‘A bit of a walk for Jimmy, though.’

      
      ‘I haven’t asked Jimmy. I wanted it to be just the two of us. We didn’t get the chance to have a proper chat at the weekend
         and I’d love to hear all your news.’
      

      
      ‘Why not come by the office? I’ll book somewhere. I know just the place.’

      
      ‘Lovely.’ She sounded delighted. As he put down the phone he felt delighted too.

      
      Until suspicions began to crowd his mind.

      
      Can’t Jimmy make it? Is that why she’s calling me?

      
      And then an email arrived from his brother. Hi, Tom. I’m bored. Are you free for lunch?

      
      The suspicions lifted. Smiling, he typed a reply. Sorry. Prior engagement.

      
      Half an hour later his mother was in reception. As he went to meet her he passed the secretarial bay. Alice was sitting at
         her desk, reading a magazine. She looked up as he went by. Again he raised an eyebrow. Again she blushed.
      

      
      Feeling ten feet tall, he continued on his way.

      
      They sat together in a bistro near Bond Street. He devoured a Thai curry while she picked at a salad. ‘Are you sure that’s
         enough for you?’ he asked.
      

      
      She nodded. ‘I need to watch my figure.’

      
      ‘No, you don’t. You look great.’

      
      ‘So do you. I love that haircut.’

      
      ‘You don’t think it’s too short?’

      
      ‘No. It shows off your handsome face.’

      
      A woman on the next table smiled. He felt embarrassed. ‘Mum . . . ’

      
      ‘It’s true. You are handsome.’ She sipped her wine and looked conspiratorial. ‘Are there any young ladies I should know about?’

      
      ‘If only. I’m too busy working.’

      
      ‘That’s no excuse. It doesn’t stop your brother and it shouldn’t stop you.’

      
      ‘But you hate all Jimmy’s girlfriends.’

      
      ‘Naturally. No girl will ever be good enough for one of my boys.’

      
      Again the woman on the next table smiled. Again he felt embarrassed. Embarrassed but pleased. It was a nice feeling.

      
      ‘I don’t blame you for hating Kate,’ he told her. ‘She’s a bitch.’

      
      His mother tried to look disapproving.

      
      ‘It’s true. Talk about control freak. None of our friends can stand her. They complain about her all the time.’

      
      ‘That’s very wicked,’ she told him in a tone that suggested she thought it no such thing. A waiter appeared, asking if they
         wanted anything. Though he knew he shouldn’t drink at lunchtime, he ordered a gin and tonic.
      

      
      ‘How did the present-buying go?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I haven’t started yet. I wanted to pick your brains. You’re so good at presents.’

      
      Again he felt pleased. ‘How much do you want to spend?’

      
      ‘Not much. Your father would never forgive me. He can’t stand the Bishops.’

      
      ‘But he plays golf with John Bishop all the time.’

      
      ‘Only because John is lousy at it. You know how competitive your father is.’

      
      ‘But you like them, don’t you? Susan is one of your best friends.’

      
      ‘Yes, poor thing.’ She lowered her voice even though the next table was now empty. ‘She thinks John’s having an affair. Whenever
         we meet, it’s all she talks about.’
      

      
      ‘Who’d have an affair with him? All he ever talks about is share prices.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what I told her, though not quite so bluntly. An affair is supposed to put some excitement in your life, not make
         it twice as boring as it was before . . . ’
      

      
      They began an enjoyable gossip about their Fleckney neighbours. The waiter collected their plates and asked if they wanted
         dessert. ‘Go on,’ his mother told him. ‘They do sticky toffee pudding and it’s always been your favourite.’
      

      
      He placed his order. When it arrived she watched him eat it, smiling and shaking her head. ‘You’ve spilled some on your shirt.’

      
      ‘Damn.’ He tried to wipe it away.

      
      ‘Don’t worry. It hardly shows.’ Another shake of the head. ‘Do you remember our holiday in Mauritius when you were ten? The
         hotel had a wonderful dessert trolley and you and Jimmy insisted on trying every one. I thought you were both going to explode.’
      

      
      ‘That was a great holiday. We learned how to water-ski.’

      
      ‘You were very good.’

      
      ‘Well, Jimmy was.’

      
      ‘You both were. I remember watching you from the beach and boasting to all the other guests that those two brave boys were
         my sons.’
      

      
      ‘Did Dad try it? I don’t remember.’

      
      ‘No. He was either on the phone to the office or on the golf course. Typical.’

      
      They both laughed. The waiter brought another glass of wine for her and another gin and tonic for him. She gave a contented
         sigh. ‘This is a lovely place. Thanks for bringing me here.’
      

      
      ‘My pleasure.’

      
      ‘I’m happy to pay. You don’t have to.’

      
      ‘Absolutely not. If I can’t treat my mother who can I treat?’

      
      ‘Well, I feel very spoiled.’

      
      ‘You deserve it.’

      
      ‘Try telling your brother that. His idea of treating me is a stale turkey sandwich at one of those ghastly City wine bars.’

      
      ‘Those places are a complete rip-off. Ten quid for a microwave lasagne with salmonella thrown in for free.’

      
      ‘Don’t remind me. The last time I had lunch with him I felt queasy all the way home.’ Again she laughed. ‘Thank God he was
         busy today.’
      

      
      He laughed too.

      
      Then realised what she had said.

      
      He saw her eyes widen. Clearly, she had realised too.

      
      ‘So much for wanting to hear my news,’ he said quietly.

      
      ‘But I did want to.’

      
      ‘Just not as much as you wanted to hear his.’

      
      She assumed the overly defiant expression of someone trying to mask guilt. He took another bite of his dessert but his appetite
         was gone and he pushed his plate away.
      

      
      ‘You’re twenty-seven,’ she told him. ‘You’re too old for this.’

      
      ‘And when I was eight? Was I too old for it then?’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘That some things never change.’

      
      Silence. Her look of defiance remained, as unconvincing as before.

      
      ‘Why is it, Mum? Why am I always second best?’

      
      ‘You’re not. Thomas, stop this.’

      
      ‘I understand it with Dad. Jimmy’s the confident one. The athletic one. The sort of son Dad always wanted. I used to think
         that was the reason for you too but it’s not. On the few occasions Jimmy’s ever stumbled, you’ve always rushed to pick him
         up while I’m just left to flounder.’
      

      
      The bill arrived. He paid with a credit card. ‘You didn’t have to do that,’ she told him. ‘I could have paid.’

      
      ‘Why? It’s only lunch. I’d buy you the world if I thought it would make any difference, only it wouldn’t. Jimmy could buy
         you the cheapest piece of crap around and you’d still like it better.’
      

      
      The defiance faded, replaced by hurt. She blinked, as if fighting back tears. Though he knew he was being manipulated, he
         began to feel ashamed. Like love and jealousy, old habits died hard.
      

      
      He forced a laugh. ‘God, listen to me. Two drinks and I start spouting rubbish.’

      
      ‘It is rubbish. I love you, Tommy. You know that, don’t you?’
      

      
      He nodded. She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. He squeezed back. The action felt forced and artificial: the
         story of their relationship summed up in a single gesture.
      

      
      ‘I’d better get back,’ he said. ‘Good luck with the shopping. I’m sure you’ll find just the right thing.’

      
      They walked out into the street. He kissed her cheek then strode quickly away.

      
      Caroline remained where she was, blocking the path of people trying to pass. One man glared at her as he did so. She glared
         back, projecting onto him all the hate she felt for herself.
      

      
      It’s not my fault. I’m not the one to blame.

      
      I never meant it to be like this.

      
      She remembered the day the doctor told her she was expecting twins; how she had rushed home to tell her friends the exciting
         news. All had been thrilled except one who had warned that it could prove a greater undertaking than she realised. ‘I don’t
         just mean the extra work. It’s the fact of having two babies itself. Your attention is constantly being pulled in different
         directions. When you’re tending to one you’re always half-watching the other and that can slow the bonding process.’
      

      
      She had dismissed the words, too caught up in the moment to allow anything to dampen her joy. And when, finally, she had brought
         her sons home and gazed down on them in their cot it had seemed that her life was as close to perfect as it could possibly
         be.
      

      
      Until she realised that James was the one who always drew her eyes.

      
      Perhaps it was because he was the one who resembled her more. Perhaps because he cried less and always seemed happier to see
         her. Perhaps because he slept on the right side of the cot. She couldn’t say with certainty. All she knew was that when she
         experienced the first rush of motherly love, an emotion a hundred times more powerful than any she had ever known, he was
         the one on which it focused.
      

      
      She had done everything for Thomas, just as she did for his brother: washed and changed him, fed him from her body, lavished
         him with kisses and cuddles, all the time waiting for that same feeling to develop. Knowing that it would come one day. That
         it was just a question of being patient.
      

      
      For twenty-seven years.

      
      But I do love him. I do. If something were to happen . . .

      
      She tried to imagine losing him. Only she couldn’t. All she could picture was losing James. She knew how that loss would feel;
         like someone tearing out her heart and burning it in front of her eyes. Her life would end with his. It was as simple as that.
      

      
      And it’s not my fault.

      
      The self-hatred remained. She began to walk, striding as fast as she could, as if trying to outrun its shadow.

      
      An hour later she felt herself again.

      
      After buying a present for the Bishops she entered a men’s clothes shop. A salesman showed her their range of tailored shirts.
         ‘They’re for my son,’ she explained.
      

      
      ‘What sort of shirts does he like?’

      
      ‘Ones that do him no favours. This lunchtime being a case in point.’

      
      She continued her inspection, eventually picking half a dozen. The salesman calculated the total cost and winced. ‘Maternal
         love isn’t cheap.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing but the best will do for my Thomas.’

      
      ‘He’s lucky to have a mother like you.’

      
      ‘Yes, he is. Not that he deserves me.’ And it was true. Not after the way he had spoken to her at lunchtime. Not after the
         accusations he had made and the way he had made her feel.
      

      
      She arranged for the shirts to be delivered to his office, together with a handwritten note: Now you don’t have to worry about the stain. I recommend the red one. It will go perfectly with your tie. She imagined his face when he saw what she had done for him. How he would regret his words.
      

      
      Money and guilt could cure all.

      
      That evening James played squash with his brother.

      
      It was a weekly ritual, an enjoyable way of burning off calories before putting them back on with an equally enjoyable session
         in the pub. Normally they would just knock the ball back and forth while chatting about life but on this particular evening
         Thomas had insisted on playing a proper match.
      

      
      They had been playing for an hour. Each had won a game and they now battled their way through the decider. The score was level.
         James prepared to serve, knowing that only two more points would mean victory. He slammed the ball against the far wall and
         the rally commenced. It lasted almost a minute until finally Thomas failed to hit his return before the ball bounced twice.
      

      
      James picked it up, ready to serve again.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ Thomas demanded. ‘The rally wasn’t over.’

      
      He wiped sweat from his eyes. ‘It double-bounced.’

      
      ‘Crap.’

      
      ‘It did. I saw it.’

      
      ‘You’re a fucking liar!’

      
      ‘Hey, calm down. It’s only a game.’

      
      ‘Yeah, and games have rules so why not try sticking to them, or is cheating the only way you know how to win?’

      
      James’s first instinct was to continue arguing but Thomas looked so angry that he decided against. Holding up his hands in
         a gesture of submission, he threw his brother the ball. ‘OK, then. I’m sorry. You win the rally and it’s your serve.’
      

      
      Thomas served immediately, giving him no time to prepare. James lunged for the ball, just managing to hit a weak return before
         stumbling and falling. Thomas pushed past him, hitting his own return with such force that the ball flew back and caught James
         hard in the ribs. Letting out a yell, he dropped his racket.
      

      
      ‘Point to me,’ Thomas told him.

      
      He climbed to his feet, rubbing his side. ‘I’m fine,’ he said sarcastically. ‘Thanks for asking.’

      
      ‘It was nothing. Don’t be such a drama queen. Ready?’

      
      He nodded. Again Thomas served. This time his return was a good one. Another rally started, as intense as the last. Over a
         dozen shots neither gave an inch until finally Thomas mis-hit, setting James up for the winner. For a moment he was determined
         to take it but then, knowing how much victory would mean to his brother, he faked another fall, missing the ball completely.
      

      
      Letting out a whoop, Thomas punched the air.

      
      Climbing to his feet, James began to applaud. ‘Good game,’ he said sportingly.

      
      ‘Shame about the cheating.’

      
      ‘I was not cheating!’

      
      ‘Whatever.’ Thomas pushed past him, heading for the showers. Swallowing down his anger, James followed him out.

      
      The changing rooms were crowded, the air full of the smell of sweat and the buzz of conversation. Two young Americans stood
         nearby, talking about business deals in excessively loud voices, each boasting about bonuses they were going to receive. As
         he towelled himself down, Thomas kept glaring at them. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ James asked him. ‘You’ve been in a foul
         mood all evening.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Is this to do with Mum? I know you had lunch with her today.’

      
      ‘And how exactly do you know that?’
      

      
      ‘I spoke to her this afternoon.’

      
      ‘And not this morning?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      Thomas continued to dry himself. James watched him, wondering if he knew the truth. He hoped not.

      
      The Americans were still talking too loudly, now complaining about the London transport system. ‘It sucks. Every day there
         are delays. This shit would never happen in New York.’ A middle-aged man changing nearby rolled his eyes at James. Smiling,
         he returned the gesture.
      

      
      And then heard Thomas say, ‘If it’s so bad in this country then why not do us all a favour and fuck off home?’

      
      The changing room fell silent. The Americans stared at Thomas. ‘You got a problem?’ demanded one of them, a tall thickset
         man with the overdeveloped physique of someone who spent every spare moment in the gym.
      

      
      ‘No, he doesn’t,’ said James quickly. ‘He didn’t mean anything.’

      
      The American ignored him. ‘You gonna apologise?’ he demanded.

      
      Thomas shook his head. His gaze was defiant but James saw his Adam’s apple twitch and knew he was already regretting his words.

      
      ‘Steady on, chaps,’ said the middle-aged man. ‘No need for this.’

      
      ‘Butt out,’ snapped the American, still glaring at Thomas. All the other occupants of the changing room were now watching,
         their expressions a mixture of alarm and anticipation.
      

      
      ‘Or do I have to kick your ass first?’

      
      Thomas swallowed. James willed him to say he was sorry and have done with it. Though it would be humiliating, he had only
         himself to blame.
      

      
      And then he saw the look in his brother’s eyes. Like that of a cornered animal. It was a look he had seen before, many years
         ago, in another changing room during their first term at boarding school.
      

      
      Something triggered in him. The instinct to protect at all costs. Just as it had all those years ago.

      
      ‘You can try,’ he said, positioning himself between Thomas and the American, ‘but you’ll have to go through me.’

      
      ‘Can’t he speak for himself?’

      
      ‘He doesn’t need to. He’s my twin and we speak for each other. A bit like you and your boyfriend, really.’

      
      ‘Are you calling me a fag?’

      
      ‘Absolutely not. The expression I’d use is Muscle Mary.’

      
      Someone laughed. The American began to look uncomfortable. ‘Fuck you!’

      
      ‘No thanks. I appreciate the offer but you’re not my type.’

      
      Another person started to laugh. Then another.

      
      ‘You really should lay off the steroids. They’re already causing your balls to shrivel up and if ten years of kickboxing has
         taught me anything it’s that you should only ever aim for a target you can actually see.’
      

      
      The laughter grew, as did the American’s discomfort. He tried to outstare James, who flexed his right leg as if warming up.

      
      The stare faltered. Grabbing his jacket, the American headed for the door, shouting the words ‘Shithole country’ as he went.
         His friend hurried after him, a chorus of laughter following them both on their way.
      

      
      Five minutes later James stood in the lobby of the gym, talking on his mobile.

      
      Thomas appeared beside him as he finished the call. ‘Who was that?’

      
      ‘Kate. She wanted to know what I was doing for the rest of the evening.’

      
      ‘What did you tell her?’

      
      ‘That I’m spending it in the pub with my idiot brother.’

      
      ‘You didn’t need to do that.’

      
      ‘Yes, I did. You hate Kate.’

      
      Thomas shook his head. ‘You should have let him hit me. I deserved it.’

      
      ‘You’re telling me.’

      
      They stared at each other. The middle-aged man emerged from the changing room. ‘Your brother’s got guts,’ he told Thomas as
         he passed by. ‘You’re lucky to have him.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’ A pause. ‘Thanks, Jimmy.’

      
      He felt embarrassed. ‘Shut up.’

      
      ‘Why? It’s true. Go and see Kate if you want. I don’t mind.’

      
      ‘No chance. You don’t get out of buying me drinks that easily.’

      
      Thomas’s face lit up.

      
      ‘Just promise me you won’t pick any more fights.’

      
      ‘What does it matter if I do? I’ve got a champion kickboxer in my corner.’

      
      ‘Did you like my leg flex?’

      
      ‘Yeah, it was cool. Which Michael Jackson video did you nick it from?’

      
      ‘ “Bad”.’

      
      ‘That figures. You’d look great in eyeliner and a leather jumpsuit.’

      
      They made for the pub, all the earlier tension forgotten.

      
      ‘Are you mad?’ demanded Kate. ‘You could have been hurt.’

      
      James, now full of lager, was back at his flat. ‘No, I wouldn’t. I know his type. All mouth and trousers.’

      
      ‘Sounds like someone else we know.’

      
      ‘And who would that be?’

      
      ‘The Pope’s mother. Who do you think?’

      
      ‘He’s my brother! What am I supposed to do? Just stand there and let some jerk thump him?’

      
      She didn’t answer.

      
      ‘Fine. Remind me not to stick up for you if ever anyone has a go.’

      
      ‘You’ll never need to. Unlike your precious Thomas, I know how to act like a grown-up.’

      
      ‘Well, three cheers for you.’

      
      ‘I’m not arguing with you when you’re drunk. I’m going to make some coffee.’ Turning, she headed for the kitchen.

      
      He followed her down the corridor. ‘If my being drunk is so objectionable then why did you insist on coming over?’

      
      ‘So you want me to leave? Right, I’ll get my bag.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say that.’

      
      ‘Sounded like it.’

      
      ‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Look, I’m glad you’re here. Just lay off Tom, OK? You’re always having digs
         at him.’
      

      
      ‘Me? I think you’ve got that the wrong way round. Every time I see him he says something spiteful.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not true.’

      
      ‘Yes, it is.’ She filled the kettle. ‘From the moment we got together he’s been trying to split us up.’

      
      ‘Why would he want to do that?’

      
      ‘Because he’s scared of losing you.’

      
      ‘Rubbish.’

      
      ‘Think about it, Jimmy. All his friends were your friends first. They like you because you’re you and they tolerate him because
         he’s your brother. Without you to lean on he’d be nothing.’
      

      
      ‘People like him. So would you if you gave him a chance.’

      
      ‘I would, if only he’d give me one.’

      
      The kettle boiled. She turned away, pouring water into mugs. ‘He won’t split us up,’ James told her.

      
      She continued making the coffee.

      
      ‘He won’t, Katie. Honestly.’

      
      ‘Do you promise?’

      
      Something in her tone caught his attention. A vulnerability that bore no relation to the confident young woman she normally
         was. Reaching out, he turned her to face him. Her expression was anxious. He felt protective, just as he had in the changing
         rooms. Pulling her towards him, he gave her a hug.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ he whispered.

      
      She hugged him back, inadvertently pressing on the bruise the squash ball had left. He winced. ‘Are you OK?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Fine. Just took a tumble on the court.’

      
      ‘Is it really painful?’

      
      ‘Agony. You can kiss it better later if you like.’

      
      ‘So you want me to stay the night?’

      
      ‘Very much.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      They kissed each other. ‘I’m sorry about before,’ she said. ‘It’s just . . . ’

      
      He covered her mouth with his fingers. ‘You don’t have to explain. I understand. But we’ve got something good and no one is
         going to spoil it.’
      

      
      She smiled at him. He smiled back, catching their reflection in the kitchen window. They made a handsome couple. The sort
         who looked right together.
      

      
      Just as he and Becky had.

      
      He wondered what she was doing now. Who she was with. Whether she was thinking about him.

      
      Not that it mattered.

      
      ‘I’ll talk to Tom,’ he told Kate. ‘Tell him to make more of an effort.’

      
      ‘Do you think he’ll listen?’

      
      ‘He will if he wants me to save his arse again.’

      
      ‘While you’re at it, maybe you could talk to your mother too.’

      
      ‘Let’s not run before we can walk.’

      
      She laughed. He did too.

      
      Midnight.

      
      Thomas sat alone in his flat. The room was dark, the only light coming from the pornography playing on his computer screen.

      
      The shirts his mother had bought him lay scattered across the floor. He kicked one across the room. If his mother could see
         it she’d have been horrified. Not that there was much chance of that. The last time he had played host to his parents had
         been a year ago and only because both of James’s spare rooms had been occupied by visiting friends.
      

      
      He remembered serving them drinks in the room in which he now sat, talking about his job while his father looked bored and
         his mother kept interrupting with stories of how well James was doing, of what a star James was, while expecting him to applaud
         like the supporting player he had always been.
      

      
      Any port in a storm. Even his.

      
      He didn’t want to feel like this. James had been a wonderful brother. He couldn’t have asked for better. The one person who
         had always been there for him and whom he loved more than anyone else in the world.
      

      
      Even though he often dreamed of how perfect his life would have been if he had never had a brother at all.

      
      But they were just dreams. They didn’t mean anything. What happened in his head stayed in his head.

      
      Or so he told himself.

      
      The screen went blank. He pressed replay. The film began to run again while on the camera behind his eyes the dream of a perfect
         life was replayed too.
      

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
            
      Saturday evening.

      
      Stuart sat with Jennifer in the window of an Italian restaurant on Southgate High Street, eating plates of pasta and sharing
         a bottle of wine. The place was packed, full of people radiating weekend cheer. He was feeling cheerful himself. ‘I didn’t
         think you’d meet me,’ he told her.
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